What does registration under the HPCAA signify for paramedics and their patients? Registration provides a consistent system for protecting public safety through standardised education and monitoring of professional competence. 3 New Zealand's unique health system has fostered an equally novel legislative progression that will influence future paramedic practice.
In New Zealand, the accident compensation system generally bars traditional medical practice actions. 4 To respond to some of the issues remedied by traditional litigation but unavailable under the accident compensation scheme, New Zealand established 10 enforceable rights within the Code of Health and Disability Service Consumers' Rights under the Health and Disability Commissioner Act 1994. Currently, paramedics and ambulance officers must uphold these rights in their capacity as health providers, a category that includes both paid and volunteer providers. Several relevant Commissioner opinions demonstrate the Code in operation, and involve Right 4 regarding the appropriate standard of care (99HDC02269, 01HDC15000, 02HDC00077, 03HDC 00153 located at http://hdc.org.nz). Typically, the Commissioner's remedy for a breach involves an apology. Serious cases may be prosecuted by the Director of Proceedings and progress to the Human Rights Review Tribunal.
Registration under the HPCAA involves a separate disciplinary process and currently applies to 19 categories of health practitioners. Currently paramedics are not registered. While the HPCAA governs the traditional health professionals (such as nurses, medical practitioners, dentists, pharmacists, psychologists and midwives) it also extends to medical laboratory technicians, dieticians and, most recently, osteopaths. The purpose of the Act is "to protect the health and safety of members of the public by providing mechanisms to ensure health practitioners are competent and fit to practise their professions" (section 13). Responding to shortcomings in the health system identified in the Cull Report 5 the HPCAA was designed to provide consistency and ensure competence within and across health professions.
Appropriate cases may progress to the new Health Practitioners Disciplinary Tribunal for matters such as misconduct (including malpractice and negligence) or practising outside the designated scope of practice. Importantly, penalties range from censure, fines and costs of proceedings to conditions placed upon practice and cancellation of registration. Review of the 91 published cases across the registered professions illuminate New Zealand's rapidly evolving medical jurisprudence. 6, 7 Decisions that may be of particular interest to paramedics are cases that reveal the Tribunal's reasoning and penalties regarding fitness to practice and misconduct (e.g. Nur06/38P, Nur 05/12P, Nur06/34P located at http:www.hpdt.org.nz.). Of course, registered health practitioners may also be subject to the criminal law.
How is this relevant to paramedics and their patients? If paramedics are registered under the HPCAA, they too will become subject to a comprehensive regulatory system that oversees education, competence review and discipline (when appropriate). Increased professional recognition, public confidence, mobility in an international market, and higher income may flow from registration. Most significantly, patients benefit from this competence assurance.
Indeed, the recent review of the HPCAA and consequent recommendations for improved processes may interest all health profession groups that are contemplating registration. 8 The many issues that New Zealand paramedics weigh in their pursuit of registration are clearly and succinctly reported in Costa-Scorse's submission. Identifying the spectrum of relevant factors, her submission addresses matters including education of future paramedics, registration of existing paramedics, quality assurance of volunteers, consistent standards, and dual manning of ambulances. If we take public safety as a collective goal, registration under the HPCAA is a logical progression for paramedics. With this goal in mind, the issues identified in the Inquiry, and responded to within the Submission, are resolvable.
